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Ultimately, porn is both incredibly diverse and undeniably subjec¬ 
tive, so it’s impossible to make any blanket statements about it. 

—Tristan Taormino (94—95) 

B ack in 2004, I published an article in The Journal of 
Popular Culture dedicated to the contemporary softcore feature. 
Though my piece assumed that softcore was a form of pornog¬ 
raphy, it did not define “pornography” itself. Instead, I differentiated 
soft- and hardcore cinema, arguing that the former was a genre of 
pornography with its own signature motifs and attitudes. When it 
came to the central aesthetic concept, though, I did a delicate 
two-step, dancing around the difficult. This was not a thoughtless 
omission. Instead, I just knew that I was not yet ready to tackle a 
definition so intractable that it had reduced Justice Potter Stewart, in 
his opinion in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964), to a sound-bite now legendary 
for its lameness: “I know it when I see it.” 

What made Stewart’s pith so significant was that it drew attention 
to a general problem: the concept behind pornography, that relentless 
fountain of cultural artifacts, had never been solidly defined. And it 
still hasn’t. If the analysis below is correct, the flaws in the “domi¬ 
nant definitions of pornography” are irremediable. Unfortunately, cul¬ 
tural theorists still tinker with them. Some of them don’t see any 
problem, while others are just putting off a task that is costly and 
that comes with risks. 1 But if our inquiries into pornography are to 
find solid ground, we must stop putting off the difficult work that 
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comes with theorizing this sprawling yet hugely under-studied form. 
We must, in other words, think very clearly and very historically 
about pornography so as to devise a very different kind of definition. 
Though this article doesn’t offer a finished definition, it does provide 
culturalists with a sophisticated toolbox that analytic philosophers 
have over the past fifty years found useful in defining “art.” These 
tools have the potential, I think, to prompt a very different way of 
talking about pornography. 

Obviously, though, we must guard against any impulse to self- 
congratulation. The “problem of pornography” will not be overcome 
through a more progressive definition alone. Indeed, recent work in 
evolutionary psychology suggests that our definitions may have been 
constrained by our biology as well as our logic. But if this research 
seems to ground our traditional biases against porn in our “human 
nature,” cultural theorists should use this awareness as an explanation, 
not an excuse. 


Critiquing the Dominant Definitions 

The central problem with the dominant definitions of pornography is 
that they have always done a miserable job of covering the form’s 
actual diversity. Pornography has always been more varied and vari¬ 
able than they imply. Historically, the pornography concept grew 
increasingly narrow during a period in which pornography was diver¬ 
sifying wildly as an actual set of artifacts (Kendrick 11—13, 184—189, 
233—234). It was never, it seems, in the interests of those construct¬ 
ing pornography definitions to define all things that might reason¬ 
ably be called “pornography” pornography. 

My research on softcore cinema highlighted this problem. Some 
analysts classify softcore as pornography while others classify it as 
“erotica.” Almost every sexualized form at the margins of pornogra¬ 
phy faces similar dilemmas. There is art cinema, which has so often 
been marketed as sexploitation. There are the hard cases of the avant- 
garde, including Andy Warhol's Blow Job (1963) or Stan Brakhage’s 
meditations on the body. There is the western tradition of nude 
painting, like Gustave Courbet’s L’Origine du Monde (1866), and the 
Japanese tradition of erotic woodblock prints (Lehman 8). And there 
are the galleries in magazines that stop just shy of baring women’s 
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nipples, as in Maxim and FHM. There are also the photo-spreads of 
the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue, which routinely reveal female 
nipples and whose body-painting segments contain naked women. 
There are the bodybuilding catalogues that once served as a nexus for 
gay voyeurism. There are the fetish forms like clothed porn, wherein 
nudity is not necessary. There is the webcam porn that follows the 
habits of men and women who brush their teeth and clean their 
rooms as often as they strip. There are also websites like Softcore 
Reviews that have long featured “stolen” photos of clothed women in 
normal situations—imagine a woman just standing in a restaurant— 
as if to say that the body plus voyeurism is all porn needs. And there 
is the on-line sentiment that pornography can be so minimal it does 
not need people. Here porn can be fully abstract. 

All of these artifacts have functioned in their contexts as forms of 
pornography. Yet the dominant definitions cannot handle such multi¬ 
plicity, for pornography, the dominant social concepts, cannot possibly 
cover pornography, the actual aesthetic forms. To understand why this is 
so implausible, we must first know what a dominant definition looks 
like and examine some classic examples of the type. 

The Dominant Definitions are Those that Construe Pornography as a Spe¬ 
cific Kind of Sexualized Text. Most often, these definitions assert that 
porn is explicit material; that it is material intended to arouse; and/or 
that it is material dependent on sexual representation. But none of 
these criteria is a necessary property of all pornography; nor is it even 
clear that pornography is always a material, artifactual reality. 

Consider explicitness, a concept devoid of meaning outside a rela¬ 
tive framework. For example, a softcore film is inexplicit in its depic¬ 
tions compared to a hardcore video but explicit compared to other 
kinds of film. A similar point might be made of an R-rated erotic 
thriller put out by a major studio: it is inexplicit compared to soft¬ 
core but explicit relative to other studio films. Then again, not even 
the presence of pervasive and graphic sex guarantees a work will be 
considered pornography. Many art films contain pervasive sex, includ¬ 
ing unsimulated sex, yet only a handful have been classified as 
“actual” porn. And the standard for what counts as “explicit” has at 
times been high, such that not even graphic portrayals of unedited, 
unsimulated sex have always guaranteed that a depiction will be con¬ 
sidered explicit. In some frameworks, explicitness is defined through 
violence or degradation. In others, it is associated with “the pink,” or 
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glimpses of the insides of a man or woman’s genitals. In still others, 
the standard is the money shot. Conversely, in different contexts alto¬ 
gether, the standard for explicitness has been low, such that all that 
seemed necessary was a reference to coitus in a sex-hygiene film. It all 
depends', and this contingency has been the historical norm, not the 
exception. 

I reject any definition, then, that uses this criterion without recog¬ 
nizing that ideas of the explicit vary according to contextual factors. 
Because they describe porn as a certain kind of text informed by a 
certain kind of explicitness, the dominant definitions do not do this. 
But say an ingenious thinker managed to integrate a context-depen¬ 
dent idea of the explicit into some radical new definition. Might this 
reconfigured criterion constitute a necessary condition of porn? It is 
tempting to think so, for it would fulfill the intuition that pornogra¬ 
phy is what is most sexually explicit in a given context. But still it 
would not help. Too many forms have been positioned as porn with¬ 
out regard for explicitness. Here I could point to an umbrella subdi¬ 
vision like softcore or a single work like Blow Job or any number of 
fetish genres like clothed porn, which does not always depend on 
sexual conventions. All these forms have been situated as pornogra¬ 
phy by circumstances of their production, distribution, or reception. 
They have also been situated as such by properties that have kept 
them from seeming “out of place” in pornographic contexts. Yet none 
of them depends on an inflexible standard of explicitness. 

The intention criterion is no less problematic than the explicitness 
criterion. Often imagined through the idea of “dirt for dirt’s sake,” 
the intention criterion implies that pornography is an area of ironic 
purity in which works of pornography are invested with a single 
intention, namely, the intention to arouse.~ This idea was a crucial 
driver behind the increasing exclusivity of the dominant definitions 
during the twentieth century, when it became the norm to say that 
only the purest forms amount to “real” pornography. But forcing the 
genre into a paradoxical purity has meant displacing the actual inten¬ 
tions—which, however unknowable in their particulars, are plainly 
heterogeneous as a group—that have motivated the production of 
even hardcore, which almost everyone considers porn. People have 
clearly made hardcore for many reasons with many intentions in view, 
including some that qualify as feminist and aestheticist. 
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In other words, theories of pornography have long simplified the 
complex issue of intention. To correct this error, we must remember 
several ideas. First, pornography, like many forms of popular culture, 
is often art 3 —and the pornographic artwork, like any artwork, can be 
informed by a rich array of intentions. For another thing, works of 
porn can belong to multiple genres and to multiple contexts at the 
same time. They can, then, qualify for membership in a particular 
genre according to the “rules” of one context but fail to do so accord¬ 
ing to those of another. This shifting identity can be intentional, as 
when a low-budget studio promotes an erotic thriller as a softcore 
thriller to sell it through a pornographic website while also promot¬ 
ing it as a work of neo -noir to sell it through Blockbuster. Further¬ 
more, a pornographic work does not require an intentional 
pornographer. A work of art can become porn in spite of the inten¬ 
tions that spurred its initial production, just as films have always 
been reclassified in generic categories by exhibitors, audiences, and 
critics despite the wishes of their producers (see Altman 69—82). 
Consider how Open City, a neo-realist film, became the center of the 
pornographic experiences of Chicago audiences that flocked to see a 
movie promoted in the Tribune as a “SAVAGE ORGY OF LUST!” 
(qtd. in Wilinsky 126). 

The truth is, few people can verify art’s intentions. Artists distort 
their intentions as often as anyone, and history has given artists who 
make porn concrete reasons for acting in bad faith. Indeed, it is com¬ 
mon for all those involved with the genre, including scholars, to deny 
the genre at the level of the “pornography” classifier to avoid reduc¬ 
tive views of their own intentions. 4 We must also admit that when 
critics discuss intentions, they typically identify “unifying tropes” 
and “controlling patterns” in texts, not actual historical motives 
behind texts (Gerstner 16, Peckham 30). That is why judges, regula¬ 
tory boards, and aestheticians resort to fuzzy distinctions between 
unity and “gratuitousness” in separating art from porn or entertain¬ 
ment from “pandering.” 

Historically, the authors of the dominant definitions have finessed 
complexities of this sort. They have done so because they have been 
subject to institutional pressures to present pornography in estab¬ 
lished ways. These pressures have discouraged deviation from the 
practical. Theorists focused on porn have seldom tested contextual 
hypotheses—or novel approaches of any kind—because their subject 
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is so often positioned as a social problem that they have felt obligated 
to do more than “just” pursue a rigorous truth. This burden has 
weighed down the dominant definitions, for any valid account of a 
sprawling form must be uncomfortably historical and so broad as to 
be diffuse. The main thing the authors of these definitions have felt 
obligated to do is to invent some means to identify specific examples 
of the genre. They have also felt compelled to promote the ideals of 
specific institutions, including feminism and the art world. 

The promotion of institutional ideals is clearest in pejorative defi¬ 
nitions. Consider the anti-porn formulae circulated by feminist acti¬ 
vists Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon, who define 
pornography as “the graphic sexually explicit subordination of 
women” (qtd. in Dwyer 22—23), and by feminist philosopher Helen 
Longino, who calls it “verbal or pictorial material which represents or 
describes sexual behavior that is degrading or abusive to one or more 
of the participants in such a ivay as to endorse the degradation ” (Longino 
7; her italics). Such ideas are not that descriptive, for they depend on 
value-laden terms that permit multiple interpretations (Dwyer 23— 
25, Soble, Sex 13—39, 49—78). But their main problem is that many 
pornographies have no link to degradation. Indeed, the postfeminist 
pornographies spurred by second-wave activism are among the most 
ironic and visible proofs that porn isn’t reducible to degradation. 

But feminists have hardly been alone in crafting anti-porn defini¬ 
tions that cannot cover all the things that have been considered 
pornography. After all, aestheticians have also shrunk the form by 
drawing a line between a category of fragile privilege like erotica or 
“erotic art” and a more abject category like pornography. For exam¬ 
ple, in articles published in two prominent aesthetics journals, Stefan 
Morawski and Theodore Gracyk have advanced anti-porn definitions 
that hinge on the claim that only qualified “experts” can discriminate 
between the kind of sexual material that qualifies as art, which should 
be protected, and that which qualifies as pornography, which should 
not. The difference is that Gracyk, writing from the perspective of 
the mid-eighties, is sympathetic to some tenets of anti-porn femi¬ 
nism—although he rejects the definitions of censors like Dworkin 
and MacKinnon, claiming their flawed definitions do not protect the 
sexualized works he exalts as sacred art (Gracyk 104). Still, newcomers 
to this debate would be hard-pressed to distinguish Gracyk’s defi¬ 
nition (“any sexually oriented material that degrades or dehuman- 
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izes” in the “context of the total work”) from those of Dworkin 
and MacKinnon (109, 104). Thus Gracyk embodies the usual 
plight of the porn theorist: he is so obsessed with practicalities 
that he ends up sanctioning a censorship he deplores. 

But what about definitions that seem fairly neutral? After all, 
Susan Dwyer rejects “normative” anti-porn definitions in claiming 
that “descriptive” definitions make it “easy to tell whether some piece 
of material—a photograph or a film—is pornographic.” Unfortu¬ 
nately, Dwyer’s definition, which frames pornography as “the explicit 
depiction or representation of human beings engaged in sexual activ¬ 
ity,” is unworkable on several fronts (Dwyer 23, 22). For one thing, 
it depends on flawed criteria like “explicit.” The same is true of 
Bernard Williams’s definition in A Companion to Aesthetics, which 
claims that porn combines “a certain content, explicitly sexual repre¬ 
sentation, with a certain intention, sexual arousal” (340). In the end, 
these “neutral” definitions are not that far from the open bias of a def¬ 
inition like Morawski’s, which classifies porn as “flagrant erotic dis¬ 
play designed to excite the spectator, reader, or listener” (195). As it 
turns out, even the most exceptional attempts at definition, like Alan 
Soble’s, fail if they insist on formal criteria ( Marxism 8—9). The most 
spectacular failure, though, is available in Morse Peckham’s under¬ 
rated book Art and Pornography. There, the author makes a promising 
start by refusing to distinguish art from porn in an evaluative way 
and by skewering anti-porn assumptions. He also confronts porn’s 
institutional underpinnings in unprecedented ways. So it is almost 
despite himself that he, too, settles for a dominant definition, restrict¬ 
ing porn unnecessarily in defining it as ‘“the presentation in verbal or 
visual signs of human sexual organs in a condition of stimulation'” 
(Peckham 46—47; see 28—35). How fitting, then, that he ends by 
scorning his own definition. 

Is it possible that the definers of pornography have simply asked 
too much of their definitions? Isn’t it too much to require that a 
valid, comprehensive definition be both general and specific in terms 
of form and function? And to place on top of that the most unrealis¬ 
tic expectation of all: that a single definition will identify works as 
pornography. Unfortunately, even exceptional theorists have taken it 
for granted that a “real” definition must perform this function (e.g., 
Soble, Marxism 9). Hence, porn theorists have crafted definitions that 
neglect vast segments of porn. This burden has also kept theorists 
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from exploring novel approaches, including contextual ones, in the 
first place. It has even led one scholar, Linda Williams, to reject 
the only theorist, William Kendrick, who has dared to think outside 
the box of text-based porn definitions. 

The overall brilliance of her research on classical hardcore has made 
Williams the most respected voice in porn studies. Naturally, this 
well-deserved prominence raises the expectations of those looking for 
a proper definition, expectations she further augments by claiming to 
have worked “neutrally” and “minimally” in developing such a defini¬ 
tion (29—30). It is somewhat disappointing, then, that she too settles 
for a dominant definition. Of course, Williams’s formula would help 
identify porn were it true. But it is not: for in order to gain this util¬ 
ity, it has to reduce porn to hardcore cinema. This is why Kendrick is 
so important. He doesn’t claim to have a theory capable of identifying 
pornography, so he doesn’t reduce the diversity of the field. It is iro¬ 
nic, then, that Williams critiques him on these very grounds. “In his 
analysis we see the difficulty,” Williams writes, “of talking about a 
genre without first defining its form” (13). In other words, she rejects 
Kendrick’s analysis for the features that most distinguish it. 

Unlike many theorists, Kendrick refuses to talk about porn “as a 
group of texts with any common qualities” (Williams 11; her italics). 
Even theorists who limit themselves to the contemporary, focusing 
only on things now considered porn, will feel the sway of Kendrick’s 
historical argument “that ‘pornography’ has named so many things... 
that any statement of what it means now must degenerate into non¬ 
sense within a very short time” (xii). For Kendrick, porn “is not a 
thing but a concept,” so he believes it would only be “stupid to think 
that we, at long last, have found in our X-rated images the real por¬ 
nography” (xiii; his italics). By contrast, Williams believes that her 
chosen subgenre is this real pornography. For her, explicit cinema is 
more than an arbitrary subtype; it is porn’s “hard-core essence” 
(Williams 29). 5 

But is Kendrick’s idea that porn lacks “any common qualities” 
really true at the level of things? After all, this idea rules out the pos¬ 
sibility of defining porn as a specific set of artworks united by neces- 
sary-and-sufficient properties or even just necessary ones. This idea 
even contradicts the most commonsensical of the three major criteria 
employed by the dominant definitions, namely, that porn is sexual 



Definition of “Pornography 


465 


representation. Is it true that porn cannot be defined through its 
textual references to sex? 

It is true. Though in its infancy as a recognized form, pornography 
has proved textually diverse and contextually polysemic. 6 This heter¬ 
ogeneity has been explosively expansionary, coming unmoored from 
artistic basics with stunning alacrity. Just as pornography’s dramatic 
diversity and polysemicity have devastated criteria tied to explicitness 
and intention, these factors have had a similar effect on the represen¬ 
tation criterion. Indeed, representation is one “basic” from which the 
form has come unglued. As noted, some pornographic websites traffic 
in the minimal, while others propose an abstract pornography in 
which the text is no more than a code for a sexual concept or a sexual 
content almost wholly supplied by the receiver. Still others press the 
idea that pornography may avoid sexual representation not by avoid¬ 
ing representation per se but by avoiding traditional references to sex 
or nudity. And some theorists, like Frances Ferguson, think pornog¬ 
raphy doesn’t offer the material representation of sex so much as “the 
sexiness of sex” along with a context in which that quality may 
become manifest (21). If we grant her point, we might also grant that 
of Slavoj Zizek, who thinks that the Hollywood Production Code 
spawned a perverse, mainstream pornography, movies in which “com¬ 
mon everyday events” were saturated with sexuality (7). This “funda¬ 
mental prohibition,” Zizek claims, “is properly perverse, insofar as it 
unavoidably gets caught in the reflexive turn by means of which the 
very defense against the prohibited sexual content generates an exces¬ 
sive, all-pervasive sexualization.” 

How can cultural theory ignore these forms and ideas, which are 
not isolated, whose weight is only gathering? After all, they relate to 
a fairly conventional notion: that pornography, like all art, aspires to 
the abstract. This counter-aestheticism draws on the idea of “dirt for 
dirt’s sake” to place pornography as nothing but sexual form, as 
devoid of story and reference. Here it is not even necessary to point 
to the most radical on-line manifestoes. Instead, we might focus on 
Marcus’s traditional notion of “pornotopia” or to anti-porn femi¬ 
nism’s insistence that pom is a brand of sexual objectification that 
reduces bodies to parts and that thus qualifies as antirealistic and for¬ 
malist. Even if one denies the counterintuitive view that porn can be 
radically abstract, like jazz by Ornette Coleman or painting by 
Clifford Still, it can clearly be described by reference to its anti- 
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mimetic tendencies. Art was for centuries considered only mimetic. 
Given porn’s relative youth as a genre concept, it should surprise no 
one that a form heretofore equated with transparent realism would at 
some point manifest non-literal potentials. 


How the Philosophy of Art Can Help 

Before we give philosophers some uncritical privilege here, we should 
remember that philosophers have to this date supplied cultural stud¬ 
ies with no useful definitions of pornography. Even the best of them 
have mostly ignored pornography, touching on it only long enough 
to admit that the genre would qualify as art under the most rigorous 
theories of art now available. It is safe to say, I think, that porn dis- 
combobulates them no less than other critics. The secret is to look 
not at how these philosophers of art have dealt with “pornography” 
but at how they have dealt with “art.” If porn is typically art, cultural 
theorists should apply the very same tools to it that aestheticians 
have, after decades of research and development, come to apply to art. 
Before doing this, though, we must understand some broad changes 
in American aesthetics that started with Morris Weitz, a philosopher 
who in this context parallels Walter Kendrick. 

In 1956, Weitz found himself confronted by an array of art theo¬ 
ries, such as the mimetic theory, the expressionist theory, and the for¬ 
malist theory, but he knew that none of them really captured “the 
essence” of art. In analytic aesthetics, an “essentialist” definition is 
not exactly absolutist, as it might seem in cultural studies, but rather 
a robust, analytic “statement of the necessary-and-sufficient properties 
of what is being defined, where the statement purports to be a true 
or false claim about the essence of art, what characterizes and distin¬ 
guishes it from everything else” (Weitz 145—46). In his famous essay 
“The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” Weitz rejected all essentialism in 
art theory. In doing so, he built on the antiessentialist traditions of 
thinkers like John Passmore, who five years earlier had argued that 
the “dreariness” of aesthetics resulted from its futile pursuit of an 
over-robust, too-analytical definition (318—35). 

Weitz certainly avoids dreariness. Before claiming that all the great 
theories fail to cover art’s diversity, he makes the breathtaking claim 
that “[a]esthetic theory—all of it—is wrong in principle in thinking 
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that a correct theory is possible... Art, as the logic of the concept 
shows, has no set of necessary and sufficient properties, hence a theory 
of it is logically impossible and not merely factually difficult” (Weitz 
146—47). The “logic of the concept” is art’s openness, which he 
explains through Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblances. “If we 
actually look and see what it is that we call ‘art,”’ he insists, we will 
“find no common properties—only strands of similarities.” Theorists 
can “close the concept,” but this “forecloses the very conditions of cre¬ 
ativity in the arts” (151—52). Though Weitz does not dismiss closed 
definitions, which he calls “recommendations to concentrate on certain 
criteria,” he does distinguish between that kind of definition and his 
own. Weitz calls closed, essentialist theories “evaluative” in that they 
define art through “chosen criteria” and “preferred properties” (154— 
56). He calls antiessentialist theories like his own “descriptive.” But 
he does not consider that an essentialist definition might be possible 
if art theorists turned to art’s social contexts. 

It is to Weitz’s credit that theorists unhappy with his open-con¬ 
cept approach were obliged to consider this possibility (Davies 22; 
Carroll, Theorizing 378—79; Dickie, Art and Value 33—45). Thinkers 
like Maurice Mandelbaum began wondering whether art’s extrinsic, 
non-exhibited properties might contain its essence. 7 In the late 1960s 
and early 70s, Dickie replied to this possibility with his institutional 
theory. This neutral theory of art shifted the locus of inquiry to cul¬ 
ture, “violating the definitional rules as conceived by Weitz and 
others” (Dickie, Art and Value 43). Persuaded by what Arthur Danto 
calls the “laughable inapplicability of philosophical definitions of art 
to art itself’ ( Transfiguration vii), he accepted Weitz’s premise about 
the inadequacy of existing definitions without accepting his belief 
that essentialism was a mistake. 

What does the institutional theory of art actually say about art? In 
his 1984 book The Art Circle , Dickie offers five necessary-and- 
sufficient conditions that define “the cultural essence” of the 
institution of art ( Art and Value 28): 

1 An artist is a person who participates with understanding in the 

making of a work of art. 

2 A work of art is an artifact of a kind created to be presented to an 

artworld public. 
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3 A public is a set of persons the members of which are prepared to 

some degree to understand an object which is presented to them. 

4 The artwork! is the totality of all artworld systems. 

5 An artworld system is a framework for the presentation of a work 

of art by an artist to an artworld public. ( Art Circle 80—82) 

Dickie’s plainspoken essentialism has inspired debate. His institu¬ 
tional theory has been attacked for its circularity, its over-inclusive- 
ness, its lack of institutional specifics, its failure to offer a way of 
identifying art, and its refusal to treat art honorifically (Carroll, Theo¬ 
rizing 381—82). Yet his idea of art as “a collective invention of human 
beings” has helped usher in many procedural and historical theories. 
In aesthetics, these contextual approaches compete with the open- 
concept approach and the neo-traditional functionalist theory of art, 
which defines “‘art’ in terms of what is taken to be art’s essential func¬ 
tion or functions” (Dickie, Art and Value 33). Thus Dickie began his 
career by responding not only to Weitz but to Monroe Beardsley, 
whose functionalism he calls an “attempt to stem the tide of proce¬ 
dural theories initiated in 1964 by Arthur Danto’s 'The Artworld"’ 
(Art and Value 34). Theorists can learn from Dickie’s “proceduralism” 
as well as his sustained critique of the neo-Kantian idea of disinterest. 8 

For Beardsley, the point of art is that it rewards disinterested con¬ 
templation, or “the aesthetic attitude,” with aesthetic experience. 
Thus he defines an artwork “as an intentional arrangement of condi¬ 
tions for affording experiences with marked aesthetic character” (qtd. 
in Dickie, Art and Value 34). A functionalist theory like Beardsley’s 
is classificatory but not neutral. According to functionalists, “the act 
of classification is itself evaluative,” for only works that reward the 
aesthetic attitude will “qualify as art. There is a threshold of merit, 
where merit is measured in terms of the efficiency of a piece in pro¬ 
moting the point of art, which a work must meet before it qualifies 
as an artwork” (Davies 42). Functionalism discredits works that do 
not spawn pure aesthesis and disenfranchises genres linked to “inter¬ 
ested” forms of experience like sexual arousal. Not surprisingly, porn 
has often been excluded from art in functionalist terms/ Dickie’s 
critique of neo-Kantian detachment is, then, as crucial to those who 
would classify porn as art proper as his insistence on “a value-neutral 
sense of art” ( Art and Value 56). These moves make it possible to 
classify pornography within art, not against it. 
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Noel Carroll’s work is also significant in that it points to potential 
flaws in Dickie’s theory that will interest any theorist looking to 
rework that theory for cultural studies (Carroll, Philosophy of Art 232— 
39)- Like Weitz, Carroll doubts that art operates according to neces- 
sary-and-sufficient conditions, so he thinks that what is most useful 
is a method for distinguishing art from non-art. But unlike Weitz, 
he is dubious of the open-concept approach because in the end it 
reduces everything to art. Instead, he offers his own historical narra¬ 
tive approach, which counts any work as art so long as a true account 
of its descent from previous works of art can be established. Though 
his account is not as open as Dickie’s, it is still neutral and so aes¬ 
thetically inclusive that it can accommodate even pornography 
(Carroll, Mass Art 26, 52, 56-57, 295-99). 

Because Carroll’s approach is not a definition per se, it escapes cir¬ 
cularity—and because it makes no claims about art’s institutional sta¬ 
tus, it escapes being vacuous on the historical details. What is crucial 
is that Carroll’s method offers a way of identifying art, including por¬ 
nography, that cultural theorists could adapt to their own purposes. 
But here I think Carroll’s method is most useful if it is employed as 
a supplement to, rather than a substitute for, Dickie’s theory. Indeed, if 
one agrees with Dickie that “Carroll’s account for identifying art is 
[already] nested within the institutional theory,” then Carroll’s 
method rebuts those critics who critique Dickie’s institutional theory 
for failing to identify individual works (Dickie, Art and Value 45; see 
Davies 169). This function is necessary to check the generic member- 
ship(s) of pornography. 

When approaching a new definition of pornography, it is impor¬ 
tant to remember what philosopher Stephen Davies said in the con¬ 
text of the art debates: “not too much should be expected from the 
enterprise of definition” (46—47). If we mean to form a valid defini¬ 
tion of a genre this varied, this contested, we must by necessity limit 
ourselves to general ideas. Kendrick offers an obvious starting point 
by rejecting any insistence on certain kinds of texts and certain kinds 
of textual properties, like explicitness, intention, and representation. 
By arguing that works of porn have no common qualities, he uses a 
Weitzian approach that accepts porn as a genre of art while rejecting 
the closure that has led theorists to confuse genre and subgenre and 
to neglect vast segments of porn. Thus he solves the same problem as 
Weitz: he covers all of porn, just as Weitz once covered all of art. 
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But Kendrick and Weitz also have the same drawback: their theories 
lead to the self-refuting notion that everything qualifies as the form 
under review. 10 ’ 11 But Carroll’s philosophy allows one to avoid this 
untenable reduction while providing theorists with an identification 
tool that, while not foolproof in practice, is at least theoretically 
sound. 

My new approach, which looks at pornography as a genre of art 
within a larger “art circle,” contains at least four broad components. 
First, it is antiessentialist regarding the formal nature of pornogra¬ 
phy. It rejects any criterion that leads to a closed, textual definition. 
Second, this approach insists that porn must be defined contextually. 
It depends on an institutional definition of art that is neither evalua¬ 
tive nor justified by neo-Kantian disinterest. Third, this new 
approach does not culminate in an essentialist definition in the 
robust, necessary-and-sufficient sense because it recognizes that the 
genre has just one necessary condition, sex content, and no sufficient 
conditions. Sex content in porn does not have a specific formal trig¬ 
ger, nor is it informed by particular intentions in the producer or 
receiver. And fourth, my approach comes with a historical identifica¬ 
tion mechanism in tow. This mechanism asks the pragmatic question, 
“Is it sensible to classify this work as part of that artistic tradition 
called ‘pornography’?” Its purpose is to deploy a knowledge of art 
history in general and porn history in particular to confirm a work’s 
descent from established works in the genre. 

This four-point approach is not a finished definition. It is, in fact, 
little more than an ad hoc combination of Weitz’s open-concept 
method, Dickie’s institutional theory, and Carroll’s historical 
approach. Nevertheless, it has merits that no existing definition of 
pornography can match. It reintegrates porn into the sphere of art, 
rejecting the evaluative binaries that divide it from art. It suggests 
that a work’s status as art is more fixed than its status as a member of 
any particular genre of art. It opens pornography to a range of inten¬ 
tions but is realistic about the bad faith that suffuses the genre. It 
does not confine pornography to prescribed forms or styles, admitting 
the genre’s obvious capacity for abstraction—but it does insist that 
sex content is pom’s single necessary condition. It provides an identi¬ 
fication mechanism but does not relieve us of the necessity of hashing 
out a work’s genre status ourselves. Finally, it allows pornography to 
be considered good, bad, or mediocre according to established 
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contextual standards. In a genre often defined as worthless, this is not 
obvious. Nor has it been in art. 

Consider that in a recent update, Dickie has labeled the work of 
art “an evaluable artifact” so as to integrate “evaluativeness in a way 
that does not guarantee any degree of value but leaves art open to the 
full range of evaluative assessment” ( Art and Value 107; his italics). 
He admits that art is inseparable from questions of value but refuses 
to grant the functionalist point that it is of any particular value. 
Clearly, the work of pornography is an evaluable artifact, too, though 
it often seems like a devaluable one—a candidate for depreciation rather 
than appreciation. Porn, then, is of no necessary value but tends to be 
devalued based on its association with traditional ideas of worthless¬ 
ness. But when a work of pornography is judged relative to other 
works in its genre—and when it is judged by a pornworld public—it 
is more likely to be judged apart from these ideas. This dynamic 
hardly renders the genre unique, for it is common in cult forms. 
What is unique to pornography is how fixed these concepts of worth¬ 
lessness are there. But just as Dickie protects the efficacy of phrases 
like “mediocre art,” we must protect the efficacy of “excellent porn.” 
If such phrases are not oxymorons, it is because there is a basic sense 
in which the terms “art” and “pornography” function neutrally. 


A Conclusion by Way of Mars 

Up to this point, I have discussed how the dominant definitions of 
pornography have failed to meet some basic empirical standards. I 
have also offered ideas on how to improve them. In a sense, my con¬ 
clusions have not been earth-shattering, for I have only pointed out 
that pornography, its artifacts and its contexts, is neutral and irreduc¬ 
ible and in that sense no less than the sum of the things that we have 
considered it over time. This outcome is in accord with the cultural- 
ist project to create theories from the bottom up, not the top down. 
But beyond acknowledging some well-known institutional pressures 
to belittle and demean pornography—to consider it a social problem 
rather than an aesthetic phenomenon—I have had little to say about 
why this illogic exists and persists. Before I conclude, then, I should 
touch on at least one account that is so robust and powerful that it is 
bound to be cited frequently in the future: the idea that our 
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traditional bias against pornography is a function of “human nature.” 
This idea suggests that our definitions have been constrained not only 
by our logic but our bio-logic. 12 

As the branch of evolutionary biology most dedicated to the 
notion of a common human nature, evolutionary psychology has 
grown popular over the past decades as its explanations of human 
behavior have grown increasingly sophisticated and influential. As a 
result, there are today evolutionary literary critics like Joseph Carroll 
who depend on ideas variously Darwinian and cognitivist. And there 
are suggestions that evolutionary psychology may spawn other move¬ 
ments in the humanities, including “evolutionary aesthetics,” a term 
used by Denis Dutton in The Art Instinct: Beauty, Pleasure , and Human 
Evolution. Of course, a number of noted evolutionists, including 
Stephen Jay Gould, Steven Pinker, and Jerry Coyne, have disputed 
that evolution can say anything rigorous about the arts and humani¬ 
ties, observing that efforts to establish an adaptive basis for our cur¬ 
rent aesthetic dispositions only reinforce the arts’ traditional prestige 
(e.g., Coyne 228—33). Still, these scientists admit that evolutionary 
psychology’s claims about the adaptive roots of human behavior are 
strongest in areas like sexual behavior. Coyne, in accord with the 
evolutionary psychologists, simply takes it for granted that “human 
males are largely promiscuous and females choosy (this despite the 
socially enforced monogamy that prevails in many societies)” (228). 
So it seems inevitable that culturalists will one day draw on evolu¬ 
tionary psychology to (1) interpret the pleasure of pornography as a 
male pursuit rooted in an evolved sex drive that leads heterosexual 
men to mate with as many women as possible and to (2) interpret 
our traditional bias against pornography as a cultural by-product of 
this genetic difference between the sexes, one that is in its way as 
reliable as society’s bias against promiscuity. For that reason, anti¬ 
porn biases may be as slow to change as human nature. 

This is a powerful account, one that only a determined social con¬ 
structionist will dismiss out of hand. But it is completely irrelevant. 
Even if evolutionary psychology does one day offer a clear and test¬ 
able explanation for the persistence of illogic in this giant area, it can 
never offer an excuse for succumbing to illogic—for as the biologists 
like to remind us, biology is not destiny. We should instead emulate 
the Martians in those fanciful examples that the philosophers of art 
enjoy. In these hypotheticals, Martians always seem to come to earth 
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intent on studying our canonical works of art. They often end up 
wondering what all the fuss was about. I think these Martians would 
wonder the same thing if they studied our pornographic artworks. 
(Unless, of course, they happened upon some anime porn, which is 
liable to include Martians. At that point, all bets are off.) What my 
fanciful example suggests is that pornographic artifacts are in the end 
neutral, possessing nothing like intrinsic value. But it leaves open the 
possibility that there is an intrinsic something to human nature that 
makes people value art in many different ways. But there is no con¬ 
flict here, at least none the Martians would notice. I can see them 
now, hooking up their super-sleek intrinsic-value testers to Open City, 
Opening Night, and The Opening of Misty Beethoven in that alphabetical 
order—and after the machine flat-lines all three, I can see them hook¬ 
ing up earthlings instead. 

If there is any cultural area in which theorists should adopt an 
almost Martian detachment, it is pornography. We should, in other 
words, be very concerned that anti-porn biases, whether cultural or 
evolved or both, are so unchallenged that they have permeated our 
academic institutions, preventing the greatest thinkers from applying 
their best tools to this under-theorized cultural area. What this situa¬ 
tion indicates is that the good-enough-for-porn attitude that has 
shaped the formal development of so many types of porn has 
restricted our aesthetic understanding of pornography as well. 13 I 
hope I have done my part to reverse these trends by showing there is 
nothing to prevent us from applying sophisticated analytical tools to 
genres of low or even abject cultural status. If other theorists learn to 
employ the most exacting standards in defining pornography, we may 
one day improve on the phrase, “I know it when I see it.” 

Notes 


A draft of this article was presented in Chicago at the 2007 meeting of the Society for Cinema 
and Media Studies. Many thanks to George Dickie, Susan Feagin, Dan Shaw, James Williams, 
Noel Carroll, Christine Andrews, Jen DeFore, and the Journal of Popular Cultures readers. 

1. For more on the risks and other problems of studying pornography, see Andrews, “What 
Soft-core Can Do For Porn Studies.” 

2. Steven Marcus claims that “[l]iterature possesses ... a multitude of intentions, but pornog¬ 
raphy possesses only one” (278). Another unhelpful criterion is the idea that porn is “sexual 
representation made solely for the purpose of profit” (Nead 221). 
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3. When I refer to “work of pornography,” I typically mean an object that qualifies as art 
proper. Thus I exclude items like magazines, pens, playing cards, and mud flaps in favor of 
more traditional items like narratives, paintings, moving images, still photos, and screen¬ 
plays. Still, I do think it feasible to retain that which makes a magazine, pen, playing card, 
or mud flap pornographic in a revised definition, for that something is usually a more tradi¬ 
tional work of art. A mud flap or a magazine may not be a work of art, exactly, but insofar 
as it is pornographic, it almost certainly contains one. 

4. Porn scholars often avoid the “pornography” label because it is used as a pejorative. But this 
evasion of a very real term abandons a resource that brings together a plethora of concepts 
and forms under an immediately recognizable aegis. It is to the point that adherents of the 
institutional theory of art have not abandoned “art” just because it has long been used as an 
honorific. 

5. Williams claims to define only one kind of pornography, film pornography. This is prob¬ 
lematic because she focuses on only one type of film pornography, hardcore, and because she 
often uses the term “pornography” as if it were reducible to that single type. Granted, Wil¬ 
liams modifies her essentialism in the revised edition of Hard Core, where she admits that 
“a hard-core moving-image form that once looked (to me at least) like the teleology of all 
visual sexual representation is now beginning to look more like a short blip in an otherwise 
fairly consistent history” (300). But because she still focuses on one idea of explicitness, she 
still seems to prioritize one part of porn over the rest. In her later writings on porn (see her 
essay in Porn Studies [2004]), Williams has smartly moved away from these positions, which 
were more or less built into Hard Core as she wrote it during the 1980s. 

6. Theorists who have testified to porn’s diversity and polysemicity include Morse Peckham, 
Walter Kendrick, Linda Williams, Alan Soble, Laura Kipnis, Peter Lehman, Jennifer 
Wicke, and others. 

7. See Davies 20—21. See also Coyne 228—33, “The Art world” 571—84. 

8. For persuasive critiques of the neo-Kantian idea of aesthetic disinterest, see George Dickie, 
Evaluating Art 15—37, and George Dickie, “Myth” 56—65. 

9. Indeed, this is how R.G. Collingwood, a twentieth-century functionalist, relegates the form 
to non-art status. See Dickie, Art and Value 33—34. See also R.G. Collingwood 84—85. 

10. Carroll has succinctly explained the failings of Wittgensteinian family-resemblance meth¬ 
ods. See Noel Carroll, Philosophy of Art 218—24. 

11. Kendrick makes up for this indiscriminateness through his idea that porn is reducible to 
the institutions of censorship. But here he goes too far. Porn has always revolved around 
elitist, anti-sexual debates and proscriptive cultural policies, but it has also revolved around 
industries and texts and individual responses that often cannot be related to censorship, 
much less reduced to it. As Linda Williams rightly puts it, “modern pornography is inti¬ 
mately tied up with legal and moral attempts at censorship, but like all productions of cul¬ 
ture it has its own ‘relative autonomy’ as well” (14). 

12. Of course, we have always known that our definitions have been constrained by unexamined 
biological assumptions. Indeed, this knowledge even seems implicit in Stewart’s statement, 
“I know it when I see it.” As long as pornography definitions depend on criteria like “sex¬ 
ual arousal,” few theorists will have room to admit that porn has abstract potentials, since 
the presumably necessary physiological effect is presumably produced by realistic tech¬ 
niques alone. 

13. In an interview with Playboy auteur Tom Lazarus, the director notes that there is a tendency 
in softcore “to say, ‘it’s good enough for porn.’ The ‘it’s’ refers to anything creative that has 
to be worked on along the way. Do you do another take, or is it good enough for porn?” 
(Andrews, “‘Personal Journey’” 28). This attitude is not limited to porn production but 
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extends to porn scholarship as well. For more on this phenomenon, see Andrews, “What 
Soft-core Can Do For Porn Studies.” 
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